In 2014, the author collaborated with game designer Lee Sheldon to create a fully online Alternate Reality Game based course called Secrets: A Cyberculture Mystery Game. The process for designing a game-based course, distinctions between game design and instructional design, the role of the professor, the value of nonplaying characters in a live course, and "Experience Points" as an alternative to traditional grading are discussed. The author shares lessons learned from the design and teaching the course, as well as the enthusiastic reviews of adult online students. Further, he describes the purpose and necessity of innovation and game-based learning's innovative potential in the online learning world.
consultant, but I hired a Subject Matter Expert (SME) to design the course/game. I acted as the traditional Subject Matter Expert or content expert. The Game Design SME had an advanced degree in game design and was paid the same as a SME in our other courses (this, I suggest now, is not a best practice). 1 At the first meeting, discussing the story and how to integrate the story with the course outcomes and content, it became immediately clear that Lee Sheldon's grasp of game design and how to integrate narrative with coursework far exceeded that of the individual I had hired. This is no slight on recent graduates, but when doing a pilot or prototype, it is best to leave as little to chance as possible. Once a foundation is built, then work on hiring new part-time designers. At this meeting, I decided to ask and offer Lee Sheldon the role of full game designer/SME for the course and offer the original SME a secondary role, which she declined. This kind of decision might not be easy, but I can say without hesitation that I made the right call in this case.
Lee had designed his own courses as games and had a complete grasp of how to integrate the game narrative with the course outcomes in a seamless fashion, which made the preliminary stages of instructional design relatively relaxed. In terms of process, a game-based course begins with a concept document that outlines the narrative, characters, and mechanics of the game. The content SME then develops course content much as he or she would with any course. In the next phase, the designer creates the design document based upon the course content. The design document is highly detailed, just as it would be in designing a video game. The story of Secrets involved, as the course subject dictated, cyberculture. The genre was mystery/science fiction and centered around messages sent to the professor from the future regarding cyberculture. The story unfolded over the course in pieces, just as in a Sherlock Holmes mystery, and students worked on and all deserve credit. I find a pleasant irony in the fact that Professor Grey-my game avatar-received more praise for this course than David Seelow ever has for the innumerable classes I have taught over the years. Yet, even this curious bit of information shows the learning power of the course. By the end of the game, students genuinely did not know which of their classmates were "real" and which were "fictional" NPCs. This result reinforced the theme that cyberculture complicates identity and reality in ways for which traditional psychology and theory fail to account. That, for me, is the ultimate triumph.
LESSONS LEARNED
In brief, I list some of the key points this game-based learning innovation in online education has produced.
• Be flexible or agile in the design process.
• Use a game design process, not a traditional course design or instructional design process.
• Add two to six months to the development timeline for your first game-based learning course.
• Hire a game design expert as consultant and use him or her often.
• Playtest-i.e., the first version of the course should be revised before being offered a second time.
• Keep the initial enrollment manageable.
• Develop clear metrics and outline what you want to achieve.
• Integrate content and game at every point.
• Use short videos for story delivery and lectures.
• Strive to preserve the fourth wall.
• The SME for a game-based course should be paid proportionately to the work involved.
• Anticipate the unexpected, and be prepared to revise on the fly.
• Experience Points are preferable to traditional grades.
• Students-including older, nontraditional students-enjoy and even thrive on the experimental nature of the game environment, and they respond especially well to multiple ways of demonstrating their knowledge. Test taking and writing academic papers does not do it anymore for college students, online or on campus.
CONCLUSION: THE RISK AND REWARDS OF INNOVATION
I have taught in the classroom for over 24 years and online for around 18 years. I have always experimented to engage students and keep myself active and presented texts that I believe can make a difference in students' lives. but more so because kids now learn with and through screens, beginning in preschool with touch screens and swipe technology. These kids will soon be in formal K-12 schooling and, hopefully, onward to higher education. Can we really pretend to think we are doing any service at all teaching students who play games and experience multimedia continually to learn using the same deadening methods we have always used? I cannot predict the future, and I do not propose game-based learning as the only solution, but I empathically maintain that game-based learning must be part of the present and the future, and furthermore that such methodology leaps beyond our current instructional methods by a considerable degree.
Innovation requires risk. Game-based learning is an innovation, and risk-averse institutions will be uneasy about such experiments, but these institutions will most likely flounder in the coming years. I end with a comment by one of the most astute students I have met in my Here's to you, Prof. Grey! May your successes multiply!...
As for myself, the completion of this course also meets the remaining credit requirements for a bachelor's degree. It is a quest that I began 40 years ago and could not continue then because of financial circumstances that forced me to drop out. … Despite all other accomplishments in my life, the absence of a degree has always been a vacuum in my identity that has left me feeling incomplete and inadequate for so long. Now, after so many years, I finally have closure, and I am delighted that the journey ended on a fun course like this one.
I admire Akmal's persistence, his tenacity, and his insight. Indeed, I am a postmodernist, and game-based learning has a postmodernist bent, but really, the point he makes concerns the conservative nature of most institutions and the need for innovators to be, 
NOTES:
1 The cost and time requirement for a game-based course is heavily front loaded. If your college or university has a game design program, you can certainly tap them as internal collaborators for such courses. If you need to go outside your institution, you can contact the Independent Game Developers Association local chapter or contact me at Revolutionary Learning for a list of expert designers working in education. Revisions and tweaks to the course can be made by the Subject Matter Expert or instructor, so the course can be run multiple times with minor change, making the long-range cost negligible.
2 No Learning Management System is an ideal environment for innovation. Make sure you test out ideas for LMS compatibility and development work with your campus LMS administrator when necessary. For example, Blackboard put a star next to each nonpaying student (the two nonplaying characters, the LMS administrators, course assistants and the program director), which tipped off enrolled and paying students that Tom Wetherall and Ann Bennett might be a different classification than other enrolled students.
This demanded an easy work around, but one we did not anticipate and had to change after the course's premiere.
